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Law School Report
Baldy Center for Law & Social Policy

Eyal Press, contributing writer for The Nation, spoke at the Law School.

Reframing
an old debate
Provider’s son delivers a personal
take on the abortion controversy

A

n author whose family story intersects with one of the
most contentious issues of
our time brought his personal account of the abortion issue to a Baldy Center audience
on Oct. 12.
Eyal Press is a contributing writer for
The Nation and a widely published
magazine writer. He was in O’Brian
Hall to share some of the ideas in his
new book Absolute Convictions: My
Father, a City, and the Conflict That
Divided America.
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Press’ appearance was the keynote
presentation in a workshop titled “The
Abortion Controversy in Context:
Protest and Policy.” As can happen in
Western New York, the workshop fell
victim to a surprise October storm that
dumped 22 inches of wet snow on the
area, paralyzing the region and forcing
cancellation of the balance of the
event.
But those in attendance heard Press,
the son of Buffalo gynecologist and
abortion provider Dr. Shalom Press, deliver a carefully thought-out analysis of
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the seemingly intractable divide between pro-choice and pro-life adherents.
“All too often in the past, in Buffalo
as throughout the country, abortion is
not a subject that people have come together to discuss and debate,” he said.
“The preferred modes of expression
have been shouting and screaming, intimidation, death threats, pickets,
blockades, and when those methods
have failed to achieve their desired
ends, arsons, bombings, and shootings
like the sniper attack that took place in
this area eight years ago.”
He was referring to vociferous prolife demonstrations in Western New
York in the 1980s and ’90s, and the
1998 murder of Dr. Barnett Slepian, an
abortion provider in Buffalo. That murder was immediately followed by death
threats against Dr. Press, which left his
family terrified but which the doctor
took in stride.
In his address, Eyal Press took stock
of the abortion debate today, at a time
when, he said, the addition of John
Roberts and Samuel Alito to the U.S.
Supreme Court has many believing that
Roe v. Wade will be overturned. “Opponents of abortion have seized the
momentum,” he said, with the rise of
the politically powerful religious right;
an alliance between economic and social conservatives; a conservative backlash against feminism; and the recent
effectiveness of “campaigns like the
drive to ban partial-birth abortion.”
Press recounted some of the history
that led to the 1973 Roe decision, and
mused over the effects of that Supreme
Court ruling on the abortion controversy. “We can say that Roe dramatically
altered the dynamics of the conflict,” he
said, “and not in a way that either ended the debate or quieted the turmoil
surrounding a woman’s right to terminate an unplanned or unwanted pregnancy. Far from ending the controversy, Roe escalated it. It narrowed the
space for compromise, and it shifted
momentum in the debate from one
side to the other almost overnight.
Among opponents of abortion, Roe
served as an instant rallying cry. It
transformed what had been a fledgling
right-to-life movement into a powerful
force.”
Noting that two-thirds of Americans
say they support a woman’s right to

“I suggest that abortion rights advocates ought to focus less on the specter of a
Supreme Court reversal of Roe than on the reality of who is and who is not able
to exercise choice under current laws.”
abortion in the first trimester of pregnancy, Press cited suspicions that Republicans “do not actually want to
overturn Roe, because it would reduce
their appeal to moderate voters who
do support choice.”
Instead, he said, women’s access to
abortion has been circumscribed by
the shrinking number of providers.
Eighty-seven percent of all U.S. counties, he said, have no abortion provider,
often forcing women to travel to obtain
the procedure.
“Who is most affected?” Press said.
“Women in geographically isolated areas, women who are poor, women
who happen to live in states where the
climate is hostile to reproductive rights.
I suggest that abortion rights advocates
ought to focus less on the specter of a
Supreme Court reversal of Roe than on
the reality of who is and who is not
able to exercise choice under current

laws.”
And though all sides agree that it
would be good to reduce the number
of abortions, philosophical differences
impede progress toward that goal. Attitudes toward such issues as sex education for young people and contraception are choke points in the debate.
“American teenage girls are five
times as likely to have a baby as girls in
France, and seven times as likely to
have an abortion,” Press said. “Why?
Because in France and in many other
European countries, as well as in Canada, there is much more comprehensive
sex education.
“Now, if you view the problem as
sex itself, if you do not want teenagers
to have it cross their mind somehow,
the European approach is not going to
appeal to you. If you view the problem
as unintended pregnancies and
teenage abortions, if that is the main
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concern, then it will. The same logic, of
course, applies to contraception.
“The question is not whether reducing the number of crisis pregnancies is
a worthy objective, but how we get
there. In my view, the answer is not by
intimidating or demonizing women or
health care providers, it is not by forcing them to have children through coercive laws, it is not by insisting that
everything will magically transform if
everybody takes a chastity vow. It is,
rather, by empowering women, by educating young people about the consequences of sex, by building a culture
that enables people to make informed
choices about their lives, and that
makes all Americans, even the least fortunate among us, able to envision
bringing children into a world where
they will be loved and supported.”
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